Effects of dry season nutritional supplementation on growth, onset of puberty and subsequent fertility in Boran and Boran x Friesian heifers in Ethiopia.
Shortly after weaning at 8 months of age, 43 Boran and 46 Boran x Friesian crossbred heifers were randomly divided to either receive a supplementary feed containing 16% crude protein during the dry season or to serve as controls. Heifers were examined monthly, and data on body weight, wither height and body condition score were recorded. Ovarian size and structures were determined per rectum and heifers were kept under continuous observation for standing estrus. Blood samples were collected at 10-day intervals every month for determination of plasma progesterone levels. All heifers were exposed to intact bulls for 4 months after they attained 18 months of age. Average daily weight gain to puberty was significantly (P<0.01) higher in heifers given supplementation than in the controls (360 vs 326 g/day). The average daily weight gain in Boran heifers (296 g/day) was significantly (P<0.01) lower than in crossbred (392 g/day) heifers. Mean age at puberty differed significantly (P<0.001) between heifers given supplementation (573 days) and the controls (627 days). Boran heifers attained puberty at a significantly later age (660 vs 540 days; P<0.001) than crossbred heifers. Body weight at puberty did not differ between supplemented and control heifers (226 vs 222 kg); while the difference between Boran and crossbred heifers was significant (216 vs 232 kg; P<0.01). Pelvic size and body condition score were not influenced by supplementation but differed significantly between genotypes. Pregnancy rate after 4 months of breeding was higher in supplemented (79%) than in control (64%) heifers. Boran heifers had a significantly (P<0.001) lower pregnancy rate than crossbred heifers (52 vs 91%). Mean age and body weight at conception were not affected by supplementation but differed significantly (P<0.05) between genotypes. The results indicate that prepubertal supplementary feeding during the dry season increased growth rate, reduced age at puberty and improved fertility in both Boran and Boran x Friesian heifers.